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"Diuine Resemblaunce":
Colin Clout's Vision of Grace
by

John C. Ulreich
University of Arizona

Colin Clout's vision of the Graces is the imaginative center of Book VI,
and in a sense of the whole Faerie Queene, " the sacred noursery / Of
vertue" (VI. Proem 3),1 wherein both the Knight of Courtesy and the
reader are instructed in the "vertuous and gentle disciple" of the imagination ("Letter to Raleigh," II, 485). Spenser's readers have been virtually
unanimous in their agreement with C. S. Lewis, that the vision on Mount
Acidale is "the key to Spenser's whole conception of Courtesy." 2 But there
has been considerably less agreement about the precise significance of
Spenser's vision. ln particular, Colin Clout's rather prosaic gloss on his own
vision raises at least as many questions as it answers. Surely we are not
meant to read the vision in the narrowly reductive way that Colin himself
seems to do, as a didactic essay on "Ciuility. " But how, then, ought we to
construe those "gracious gifts" bestowed by the Muse (x.23)? The mere
presence of Spenser, thinly disguised, as a character in his own fiction
raises a whole series of further questions: How, precisely, are we intended
'Spenser's Faerie Queene (as also his letter to Ralegh is quoted from Spenser's Faerie Queene,
ed. J. C. Smith (2 vols; Oxford: At the Clarendon Press, 1909).
•Lewis, The Allegory of Love: A Study in Medieval Tradition (London: Oxford University
Press, 1936), p. 201. A. C. Hamilton, The Stn,cture of Allegory in 7he Faerie Queene'
(London: Oxford niversity Press, 1961), pp. 200-201, is only one of many recent critics who
have confirmed Lewis' judgment: the vision on Mount Acidale, he argues, is "the allegorical
centre of the book, and the whole poem . .. that sacred nursery of virtue which inspires the
poet to fashion his image of a brave knight perfected in al.I the virtues." Among the readings
which have helped to shape my own response to Spenser's vision, two are espec.ially conspicuous: Kathleen Williams, Spenser's World of Class: A Reading of 7he Faerie Queene' (Berkeley: The University of California Press, 1966), and Humphrey Tonkin, Spenser's Courteous
Pastoral: Book Six of the 'Faerie Queene' (London: Oxford University Press, 1972). Also
crucial to my interpretation is Judith Anderson's observation, The Growth of a Personal
Voice: 'Piers Plowman ' and 7he Faerie Queene' ( ew Haven: Yale University Press, 1976),
p. 184, that "the poet's role in Book VI ... [is) more dramatic" than it is in the earlier books,
"less impersonally exemplary, more private but more complexly symbolic."
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to conceive the relation between the visionary poet and his fugitive inspiration? or between that inspiration and its visible enactment? How, finally,
are we to construe the relation between the poet's unconscious inspiration, the "goodly fury" infused in him by the Muse (Pr. 2), and his conscious
imagination, the "diuine resemblaunce" (x.27) which represents the poet's
vision to his audience?
All of these questions would seem to reflect a problematic relation
between the content of Spenser's vision and its rather curious poetic form.
Most critics have agreed that the substance of Colin Clout's vision is
largely (although not exclusively) eoplatonic in origin.3 What has less
often been observed is that the form of Spenser's vision-the dialectical
progression from concrete presence through allegorical abstraction to
reincarnated symbol-can also be traced to eoplatonic sources. Colin's
method in unfolding the vision to Calidor has clear affinities with Ficino's
"four modes of multiplying the Gods and spirits."• Curiously enough,
however, this dual Neoplatonic genesis does not produce an obvious harmony of matter and form. On the contrary, the emblematic vehicle of
Spenser's metaphor seems ill-suited to express the complex tenor of his
vision. The rich suggestiveness of the vision itself is constricted-almost
contradicted- by Colin Clout's rather prosaic moralizing, as though the
poet himself had failed to appreciate the implications of his own symbolism.
This dissonance cannot be set down to negligence or ineptitude on
Spenser's part. On the contrary, Spenser's introduction of himself into the
poem argues a high degree of self-conscious artifice; Colin Clout's prosaic
explicitness suggests Spenser's deliberate intention to analyze his own
inspiration. His artifice calls attention to the fact of "resemblaunce" itself
and to the process by which symbols are actualized. By means of his art,
and by becoming conscious of it as art, Spenser is able to articulate the
dynamic relation between the "goddesse" who engenders his vision and
the "creature" who embodies it in poetic form (x.25). By introducing
himself into the poem, Spenser is able to contemplate his own participation in the visionary experience.
'As Harry Berger has observed, "A Secret Discipline: The Faerie Queene, Book Vl," in Fann
and Convention in the Poetry of &lmund Spenser, ed. William Nelson ew York, 1961), p.
71, Mount Acidale springs from "the rich iconographic tradition of Venus and the Graces
elaborated by the human mind in its long cultural dialectic. ·· For further elaboration of this
tradition see (besides Williams and Tonkin, cited above); D. T. Starnes, "Spenser and the
Graces," Philological Quarterly 21 (1942), 268-82; Donald Cheney, Spenser's Image of
Nature: Wild Man a11d Shepherd /11 "The Faerie Queene' ew Haven: Yale University
Press), pp. 224-36; Edgar Wind, Pagan Mysteries in the Renaissance (New York: W. W.
orton & Co., 1968 rvsd. ed.), passim; and Ernst H. Gombrich, "Botticelli's Mythologies,"
in Symbolic Images: Studies in the Art of the Renaissa nce (London: Phaidon Press, 1972).
•Marsilio Ficino, Commentary on the 'Symposium ; Opera Omnia (Basie, 1576), p. 1370;
cited and translated by Gombrich, 'Symbolic Images, pp. 59 & 211 n.95; modos . .. ita
Platonic/ quatuor habent multiplicandorum deorum.
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The immediate result of Spenser's self-consciousness is a disjunction
between the inspired experience of vision itself and the imaginative act
of recreating that vision. The former dies, however, precisely in order that
it might be reborn as the latter: inspiration is dismembered by analysis so
that it can be reincarnated as imagination. And in the last analysis, which
is a synthesis, these opposites are reconciled; the apparent discord between poetic suggestiveness and prosaic explictness is resolved in a higher
concord. Reunited by the symbolizing power of the poet's imagination,
the contrary dimensions of internal spirit and external letter are made to
interpenetrate, so that they are held in a productive tension between the
"diuine resemblaunce" (x.27) of concrete symbolism and the mundane
"semblaunt" (23) of Colin's abstract gloss.
The power which unites these opposites is symbolized by the poet's
mistress, for she is both the object of his vision, "a countrey lasse" (25), and
its figurative source, a "diuine resemblaunce" of Courtesy herself. As both
the Heavenly Venus and the nymph Humanitas, Colin's mistress is heavenly beauty humanized, the Platonic Idea embodied in human form. As
Isabel MacCaffrey observes, "at the visionary center of Book VI, invisible
heavenly Grace becomes incarnate."6 The appearance of Colin's mistress
poses the fundamental mystery of incarnation, the word of the poet made
Hesh:
Who can aread, what creature mote she bee,
Whether a creature, or a goodesse graced
With heuenly gifts from heuen first enraced?
(x. 25)

Both the figure of the poet's mistress and the question to which it gives
rise reHect the exegetical spirit of renaissance Neoplatonism. The Idea of
Beauty is expressed through the image of a woman, who becomes the ideal
she symbolizes.
This Florentine inHuence is felt not only in the philosophical content of
the passage but in its poetic form, for if Spenser's images are typically
eoplatonic, so is the allegorical structure in which he presents them. His
method is iconographic and emblematic: he presents us with a speaking
picture. 6 The development of the whole passage is more than a little
reminiscent of the procedures to be found in emblem books. We are
presented first with a picture: a hundred naked maidens are dancing,
"raunged in a ring" (11); they surround an inner ring of "three other
Ladies" who "both daunce and sing" (12); in their midst is a fourth, silent
' McCa!Frey, Spenser's Allegory: The Anatomy of lmagi11atio11 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1976), p. 355.
•Berger, "A Secret Discipline," p. 70, remarks that Colin's gloss "converts the vision into an
emblem. Here, he has replaced E.K." For a discussion of emblematic structure, see Rosemary
Freeman, English Emblem Books (London: Octagon Books, 1948).
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and motionless, set like Ariadne's crown amid the stars (13). As the picture
comes into focus, we become aware of its allegorical character: the three
madiens are "the Graces, daughters of delight" (15), and the fourth is "that
jolly Shepheards lasse" (16). Then Colin supplies a motto that identifies the
subject of the emblem:
They are the daughters of sky-ruling /oue,
By him begot of faire Eurynome.
The first of them hight mylde Euphrosyne,
ext faire Aglaia, last Thalia merry:
Sweete Goddesses all three which me in
mirth do cherry. (x.22)
Colin then glosses the picture for Calidore, reading moraliter, or tropologically. They are an image of Civility:
These three on men all gracious gifts bestow,
Which decke the body or adorne the mynde,
To make them louely or welJ fauoured show,
As comely carriage, entertainement kynde,
And all the complements of curtesie. (23)
He concludes with a moral, drawn from their pictorial arrangement:
"That good should from vs goe, then come in greater store" (24). Although
the moral is a little unexpected (as is the inverted order of the Graces
themselves'), the method so far seems deliberately and strictly emblematic: picture, motto, gloss, and moral.
Colin's exposition does not stop there, however; returning to the vision,
he speaks of the mysterious fourth damzell, who is "graced ... so much
to be another Grace" (26), but without either naming or denning her. His
commentary is not so much a moral gloss as a spiritual rhapsody: "Diuine
resemblaunce, beauty soueraine rare" (27). Spenser's allegorical reticence
here is surely deliberate: Colin does not analyze his mistress, he represents
her, in effect re-creates her. She is here neither the image of his mistress
nor an abstract significatio; she is the numinous reality behind her figurative, pictorial veil. We cannot see her, face to face, but we glimpse her
reflection, through a glass, darkly.
This symbolic translucence is the fruit of Spenser's allegorical method.
As Paul Piehler has suggested, medieval allegory "arises basically from the
'Spenser has inverted the conventional order: Thalia, Aglaia, Euphrosyne. And his picture
is also slightly unusual in having one Crace facing toward us (rather than away) and two
"froward '" (rather than toward). The more conventional arrangement appears in the Shepherds Calendar.
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interplay of the rational mind and the mythical, symbolic and intuitional
elements, and manifests itself as a type of symbolism in which the symbolic
element is translatable with relative directness into rational terms." 8
Spenser's allegory is similarly complex; the mere fact that some meanings
of an image are explicit, like the moral values assigned to the Graces, does
not preclude other, implicit meanings. As Angus Fletcher observes, " the
details of the Hermetic iconography matter far less than the reader's
willingness to open up his mind to a degree of mystery in the poem. ""
Colin's gloss is 'not meant to deny that mystery or to substitute for the
vision itself. Its purpose is rather to articulate the process by which symbolic meaning is made visible, as allegory, so that even Calidore may see
the Graces in their cosmic dance, "All raunged in a ring" (11). Spenser's
allegory circles round on itself, returning to the image of his mistress, the
"diuine resemblaunce" which enfolds within itself both letter and spirit,
both the explicit significance of Colin's gloss and the implicit meaning of
the vision itself.
Spenser's allegory re-infuses images with meaning. The articulation of
symbolic meaning has the effect of rationalizing images, since it necessitates a translation from implicit to explicit, from concrete to abstract. But
a proper allegorical reading requires not so much a translation as a sustained double-vision. 10 The poetic and philosophical traditions in which
Spenser writes do not lend themselves to casual simpli.6cation, nor do they
encourage us to reduce his allegory to unequivocal terms. Ficino's account
of his exegetical practice illuminates the eoplatonic spirit in which Spenser's symbols should be read, and at the same time suggests the relation
of Spenser's allegory to its medieval forbears:
Just as the Christian theologians find four senses
in the sacred word, the literal, the moral, the
allegorical and anagogical, and follow up the
one in one passage, and the other mainly in
another, so have the Platonists four modes of
multiplying the Cods and spirits and apply a
different mode of multiplication in different
places as it is fitting. I too am used in my com-

' Piehler, The Visionary Landscape: A Study in Medieval Allegory (London: Metheum &
Co.), p. ll.
'F1etcher, The Prophetic Moment: An Essay on Spenser (Chicago: The University of Chicago
Press, 1971), p. 129: "At heart the Hermetic typologies of The Faerie Queene are always
secret, that is, in the strictest sense they are mysteries."
0
' As Rosemond Tuve has shown, Allegorical Imagery: Some Medieval Books and Their
Posterity (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1966), p. 15, in "a fully developed allegorical image . .. every likeness is metaphorical in nature."
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mentaries to interpret and distinguish the deities differently as the context requires.11
Spenser's allegory is similarly multivalent. Some of his meanings are 'fixed'
by allegory; more of his meaning is defined by context. But allegory is a
veil that often conceals as much as it reveals, and the context of a given
picture may be very broad. Meaning of this unspecified kind must be
multiplied-unfolded rather than plucked.'" 'Allegorical' is perhaps the
best word available to describe such symbolism, provided that allegory is
understood, not as an imposition of conscious meaning, but as a way of
giving conscious expression to the unconscious presence of images. Insofar
as Spenser's images are deliberately allegorical, their meaning may seem
to us relatively superficial. Beneath this surface, however, one usually
discovers reservoirs of potential meaning, characterized by what Coleridge identified as an actual " translucence of the special in the individual"
-of Humanitas in Colin's rnistress-"of the eternal through and in the
temporal. " Such a symbol "always partakes of the reality which it renders
intelligible." 13
Allegory, therefore, implies a transformation of unconscious into conscious meaning. If the symbolic material of Colin's vision is drawn from the
unconscious, its poetic organization is informed by a conscious purpose.
And I believe that the vision on Mount Acidale is expressly designed to
explore the relation between the unconscious sources of Spenser's vision,
"deepe within the mynd," and its conscious reenactment in a "patterne"
of "braue nobilitie" (Pr. 5,6,4). The figure of Colin Clout is a dramatic
embodiment of this process: just as he transforms his "countrey lasse" into
a "diuine resemblaunce" of Grace (x.25,27), so he recreates the inexpressive song of his muse, his unconscious inspiration, as a conscious symbol,
the resemblance of his imagination.
This transformation is so crucial to the vision itself that it gives rise to
an actual crisis in Colin Clout, whose love for his mistress must be trans"Ficino, Commentary 011 the 'Symposium ; p. 1370; Combrich, Symbolic Images, pp. 59 &
211-12 n.95: Sicut Christiani Theologi in divi11/seloqbiisquatuorsensusobserva11t, litera/em,
moralem, allegoricum, a11agoglcum, el alibi quidem hu11c, alibi vero ilium praecipue
prasequu11/ur, /ta Plato11ici qua/uor habe11t multiplicandorum deorum, nominumque
modos, a/iumque multiplica11di modum alibi pro opportu11/ta/e secta11tur. Ego quoque slmlliter ill commentariis meis, alibi a/lier quate11us locus exiglt interpretari, et distillguere
numina co11suevi.

"Hamilton, The Structure of Allegory, p. 17, observes that "Metaphors such as tearing the
veil, or breaking the husk, wrongly describe this way of reading which sees so many meanings
held within the fiction , being present rather than hidden. Some other metaphor, that of
seeing the meanings in fiction as the expanding petals of a multifoliate rose might do, or any
other which describes the fiction as expanding from a clear centre, and our response as a
living one which grows into greater understanding the more we read."
..Samuel Taylor Coleridge, The Statesma11 s Manual, ed. W. C. T. Shedd ew York, 1875),
p. 438.
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formed. The kind of permanent ecstasy for which his imagination hungers,
and which poetry seems to provide, risks becoming mere self-delusion. His
vision must be dwelt in imaginatively, not literally.•• The danger is that
Colin will be tempted to lose himself in the vision and so destroy it, as
Calidore does when he attempts to literalize it. Mistaking a spiritual for
a material, an invisible for a visible reality, he attempts to appropriate the
former to the latter, to substitute a tangible presence for an imaginative
one. As Judith Anderson observes, "his act is an intention to touch the
vision, to grasp and assay its mysterious beauty. He does not as yet realize
that this is an intention, in reality, to dispel it. At his sight-insistent,
rational, and realistic-vision vanishes." 15 When Calidore attempts to
plunder the unconscious for his own conscious purposes, the vision disintegrates. Colin Clout, however, preserves the necessary metaphoric vision.
Though his inspiration is lost, it would seem irretrievably, he is able to
recover its substance by imagining the "beauty soueraine rare" of his
beloved.
Colin's crisis occurs not so much because Calidore has intruded into his
vision as because the vision itself has reached a climax: "Thy loue is there
aduanst to be another Grace" (x.16). The very intensity of Colin's rapture,
his virtual absorption in his own vision, suggests the inherent instability of
such an experience. Having achieved such a consummation, Colin would
seem to have only two choices: either he may seek to become wholly and
forever absorbed in his dream, or he may struggle to manifest its reality
14
As Berger has observed, "A Secret Discipline," p. 74: "the complete self-sufficiency of the
second nature, the total inward mastery of experience-this is no triumph at all, only delusion, if it takes itself seriously." MacCaffrey, Spenser's Allegory, p. 344, argues along similar
lines: "An unearned literal eden can only be baleful now for a human soul; paradise has been
definitively lost, and must be replaced, as Michael explains to fallen Adam and Eve, by a
paradise within." Tonkin, Spenser's Courteous Pastoral, p. 22, also remarks on Spenser's
awareness of the danger "that the poem will become an end in itself, that the over-riding
purpose of the work ... the projection of virtuous precept into virtuous action, will be lost
sight of. "
"Anderson, The Growth ofa Personal Voice, p. 194. The imaginative requirements of vision
have been explored in more general terms by Owen Barfield, in "Imagination and Inspiration," in lrlterpretalio11: The Poetry of Meanfog, ed. Stanley Romaine Hopper and David L.
Miller ew York, 1967), pp. 55-57. In a discussion of Arjuna's vision in the Bhagavod Gita,
Barfield observes that the purpose of a vision is "to raise the thinking, or the consciousness"
of the one who experiences it "from the ordinary plane to a higher one." The means to this
end is an i11spiralion-that is, a revelation by a spirit-being. We are told, however, not "to
draw conc.lusions for the lower plane from the higher one," for there are "two different
planes of consciousness with ... a 'threshold' between them ... and though it may be crossed,
it does not cease for that reason to exist." We cannot dwell literally on that higher, imaginative plane; to preserve our access to the visionary realm we must grasp it metaphorically,
by a kind of double-vision, so that phenomena of ordinary experience become expressions
of spirit. Barfield then goes on to draw an analogy between the threshold over which Arjuna
has crossed and the one which we may cross between consciousness and the unconsciousas when the unconscious is raised to consciousness by Colin's piping.
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in his waking life by communicating his vision. The first choice would,
inevitably, be fatal, for the poet himself as well as for his poetry. Colin's
only real alternative is to awaken his inspiration, so that it may express
itself through his conscious imagination. When Calidore's intrusion shatters the vision, the poet's first impulse is to withdraw (x.20). But Colin
thinks better of his despair and yields, graciously, to Calidore's curiosity;
he agrees to share his vision-recalling it, in fact, as he attempts to communicate its meaning to Calidore. His retrospective hymn to Gloriana
confesses his earlier self-delusion and acknowledges the public obligation
entailed by his poetic vocation (x.2-8). Once Colin has learned to subordinate his desire for a purely personal celebration to its proper expressive
function, he is able to communicate his inspiration and so to realize its full
imaginative value. It becomes truly his, possessed by him rather than
possessing him, when he shares it with another.
In order to communicate his vision, Colin must transform the visionary
presence of his mistress into the "divine resemblaunce" of a poetic symbol. His dream and subsequent commentary suggest a dialectical triad, in
which meaning is first received, than analyzed and reshaped, and finally
expressed. The vision itself represents not only the poet's mistress, the
object of his vision, but also the Muse who has inspired it, the mysterious
depth of the unconscious from which vision springs: "She made me often
pipe and now to pipe apace" (27). And because he has not broken the
circle of inspiration (as Calidore had), Colin is able to recreate the vision
of his Muse. Spenser has rendered the unconscious symbol in terms that
can suggest its meaning, consciously, so that the two experiences, intuitive
and discursive, are held in polar tension.
In the person of Colin Clout, Spenser shows us how an inspiration that
has entered into the poet-the rhythm of the dance which becomes the
rhythm of his music-is transformed by him into the symbolic expression
of his own imagination, the "diuine resemblaunce" of his Muse. The crux
of this transformation is Colin Clout's critical analysis of his own vision, for
it is this self-reflection which makes possible the transformation of unconscious inspiration into conscious imagination. In the vision itself the poet's
mistress is simply present, as a fact of his inspiration, "That with her goodly
presence all the rest much graced" (x.12). When Colin attempts to communicate his vision, he is driven to the sort of allegorical abstraction which
dissipates the image of his mistress; his unified perception of her is diffracted by his attempt to become conscious of her meaning. But this diffracting self-consciousness has also a positive side, for it enables the poet
to recreate his mistress, so that the meanings partially unfolded by Colin's
gloss are reenfolded and fused in the symbol of his mistress. As a result of
his effort, the poet's Muse becomes a conscious symbol rather than a
simple presence, the deliberate expression of his imagination: "Diuine
resemblaunce, beauty soueraine rare" (27). The word resemblaunce manifests Spenser's consciousness of his mistress as a symbol, a living image of
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divinity in humanity. The contrary ideas of mortality and immortality,
finite creation and infinite Creator, are thus held in polar tension by the
metaphor of incarnation, and the tension is emphasized by the poet's
doubt about his beloved's ontological status, "whether a creature, or a
goddesse" (25). This polarity is present in the original vision, but only
implicitly, in the simile which likens the Damzell to Ariadne's crown
" ow placed in the firmament" (13). The Damzell herself is presented
simply as a unity. As a symbol, however, she rt;ipresents a re-unification of
contraries. In the process of representing his mistress, the poet becomes
aware of the tension between divine inspiration, acting unconsciously
within him, and his own imagination, working consciously upon that inspiration, and it is this awareness which makes possible his recreation of the
Muse, so that she becomes both the "goddesse" whose grace has inspiried
his vision and the "creature" of the poet's own imagination, a "diuine
resemblaunce" of charity.

